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History in the Trench: The Ottoman
Special Organization – Teşkilat-ı Mahsusa
Literature

POLAT SAFI

The Committee of Union and Progress (CUP, _Ittihad ve Terakki Cemiyeti) was a
heterogenic mass party that established subsidiary organizations in an effort to
extend its own reach and influence. The Special Organization (SO, Teşkilat-ı
Mahsusa) was one of the most important products of this endeavour. The SO
emerged primarily out of the experience of the CUP in the Tripolitanian and Balkan
wars. As an early type of unconventional warfare organization, the SO, which
officially existed from 13 November 1913 to 30 October 1918,1 had no precedent in
Ottoman history. Its operations included the recruitment, training, and supervision
of armed groups tasked with conducting asymmetric warfare to weaken enemy
morale and fighting strength. The SO also engaged in small-scale intelligence activity
aimed both at strengthening solidarity among Muslims and revealing internal and
external threats to Ottoman interests.

Despite its importance to Ottoman history and the breakthroughs that have taken
place in other branches of Ottoman historiography, little progress has beenmade on the
subject of theSOover thepast fewdecades.This state of affairs is largely the result of four
related factors: the weakness of early studies on the SO, the weight that these studies still
carry in contemporary scholarship, the post-ColdWar ideological polarization that has
taken place in Turkey, and the fact that current research on the subject is ineffective in
contributing to a more mature understanding of the organization.

The formative period in SO studies ran from the 1960s through the 1980s, and was
dominated by a handful of scholars. Their work was plagued by serious
methodological flaws, but later scholars have by and large accepted their conclusions
wholesale. This, in turn, has led to a distorted conception of the organization in the
scholarship. Additionally, the fact that the SO was formed and carried out its
operations during the politically charged period from the final years of the Ottoman
Empire and the formation of the Republic of Turkey has left the organization
inextricably linked to contemporary political debates. The role of the SO in the
Armenian question, its anti-imperialist activities during the First World War, and its
debated status as a forerunner to the Turkish ‘deep state’ have all left the
organization mired in the quagmire of ideological divide that formed in the wake of
the collapse of the Soviet Union between the old Kemalist establishment and its
liberal critics, as both sides began to stake out their positions on the question of the
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foundation of modern Turkey. This ideological polarization has pushed historical
romanticism to the fore at the expense of impartial historical inquiry, with the result
that the history of the SO has become tied up with debates on current affairs. As the
divide between the two main ideological camps in Turkey crystallized over the past
two decades, it has become more and more difficult for third parties to make their
voices heard and for new, impartial scholarship on the SO to come to light.

The political morass that hinders research in the field is not totally to blame for
this. Aside from a few exceptional works, relatively impartial studies emerging since
the 1990s have added very little in the way of new analysis to discussions of the SO,
and are marred by confusing, vague, and irregular sets of assumptions regarding the
organization. It is thus not surprising that central theoretical issues in the field
continue to be marked by a great degree of contention and ambiguity.

Research on the late Ottoman and early Republican eras is ill served by such
shoddy scholarship, as studies pass over methodological depth and the critical use of
sources in favour of polemic and historical revisionism. The fact that no
comprehensive review of the literature on the SO has been written since 1963,
however, does not make the task of rectifying the deplorable situation of SO
scholarship an easy one. As an initial step toward arriving at a more objective view
of the SO, then, it is essential to examine the literature more closely so as to both
better understand the difficulties inherent to research in the field and invite experts to
approach the subject from a perspective free of the baggage that has so long weighed
it down. That is the aim of this study.

This article will begin by examining the formative period of SO studies from the
1960s to the 1980s. It will then move on to an account of the impact of
the ideologically motivated debates that emerged after the end of Cold War. Thirdly,
the position of the relatively impartial scholarly studies that have emerged from the
1990s onwards will be discussed. The final two sections are devoted to a critical
evaluation of memoirs and archival sources relating to the SO.

The SO has long been the subject of immense public interest in Turkey, particularly
from the early 1960s onward; its political–military dimensions and legitimacy have
excited many columnists and experts. For many years, and perhaps still, the SO has
been depicted as some sort of superhuman power, the product of deep and
unspecified forces. Despite the enigmatic lure of the topic, the concrete and
theoretical problems that arise in the examination of the SO appear to have come to
outweigh its appeal. Historians have been more attracted to the major strategic
decisions of the Ottoman ruling class leading to the eventual disintegration of the
empire than they have to subjects of secondary importance like the SO. This lack of
scrutiny has created a moat of confidentiality around the subject, which stands as
one of the most significant obstacles against any sound assessment of the SO. This
historiographical vacuum has also paved the way for a myriad of speculations and
aesthetic and ethical concerns to dominate historical analysis of the subject. Aside
from studies by Tarık Zafer Tunaya and Stanford Shaw,2 the absence of the SO in
standard histories of the First World War and general works on the late Ottoman
Empire is essentially a reflection of this obstacle in the literature.

On the other hand, this neglect is also the natural product of extremely limited
access – or none at all – to the relevant Turkish archives until the early 1990s, when a
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period of relative openness began. Difficulty in accessing the archives also
contributed to the scarcity of such topics as the unconventional warfare, special
forces and intelligence services in historical narratives and analyses, thus contribut-
ing directly to the limited level of knowledge concerning the SO. The undisputed
status of Philip H. Stoddard’s PhD dissertation,3 submitted to Princeton University
47 years ago, stands as an excellent example of scholars’ inattention to the field. For
years researchers have treated Stoddard’s thesis as some sort of treasure, plunging
into its depths and returning with new materials. Stoddard’s thesis was only
translated into Turkish 30 years after it was originally written,4 and it is still not
published in English.

Stoddard’s discussion of the SO within the context of Arab separatism and
Western imperialism is worthy of attention. He wrote his dissertation in the
aftermath of the Second World War, at a time when orientalism was taking hold in
the American academia and was being reshaped according to the dictates of the new
global political reality of the Cold War. It was probably as a result of orientalism’s
impact in academia that Stoddard preferred to focus on the relation between the SO
and Arabs in the Middle East and North Africa rather than its activities in the
Balkans, the Caucasus, and Anatolia.

Yet Stoddard’s study was more than an area study pointing out the activities of the
SO in various Arabic-speaking regions like Syria, Iraq, Egypt, and Libya. The limited
information he had about these regions forced him to employ a more holistic
approach, focusing not only on the actions of the SO itself but also on the ideological
and political motivations out of which these actions sprang. Although Stoddard
qualified his dissertation as a ‘preliminary study’, recognizing that any study of the SO
could only be a modest effort, later experts seeking to capture the secrets of this
mysterious organization have transformed Stoddard’s findings into indisputable facts.

Despite Stoddard’s role in constructing the paradigm through which later experts
have treated the SO, pseudo-journalistic studies in subsequent decades came to form
a separate tradition that has increased in popularity since the 1990s. Especially
noteworthy in this regard are studies by Cemal Kutay,5 who had access to the
personal archive of Eşref Kuşçubaşı (a ‘hero’ of the SO), and Ergun Hiçyılmaz.6

These studies popularized the SO by presenting it in an eye-catching and easily
digestible form, and have led to the emergence of an alternative paradigm that seems
to enjoy as much acceptance among experts as does Stoddard’s work. Despite the
shaky foundations of this alternative paradigm, it is often used as basic source
material without any analytical scrutiny.

The emergence of this alternative paradigm is alarming for a number of reasons.
This distorted conception of the SO has begun to find adherents in the academic
world. The fact that so many historians lend their approval to such popular studies
leads to more of them being written, and this in turn makes it more difficult for
proper historical studies to make their voices heard. Historians’ work goes unnoticed
as popular studies multiply. As genuine histories on the subject become rarer or
harder to find, the hallmarks of popular history – the careless use of sources, the
uncritical acceptance of analysis contained in memoirs, the indiscriminate and
opportunistic presentation of facts supporting one’s argument without discussion of
conflicting information, and the use of anonymous sources – become more
widespread.
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The winds of liberalization blowing through Turkey and the rest of the world after
the Cold War, on the other hand, have had a stimulating effect on SO studies.
Politics in Turkey has come to question the historical stages through which the
country has passed and what course it should take in the future. Both liberal and
Islamist critiques of official Kemalist ideology are advanced on the basis of a
transformation of historical understanding, or at least the presentation of alternative
historical theses. The threat these different understandings of history poses to the
Kemalist establishment, coupled with the failure of Turkish historians to maintain a
reasonable degree of scholarly detachment, has led to the politicization of any
discussion of recent history.

Within the context of this ideologically charged atmosphere and constant worries
as to the ‘survival’ of the Turkish Republic, populism and vitriol abound in public
debate, and discussions of history are inevitably swept up into heated debates on
current issues. One of the historical dimensions of such debates, moreover, is directly
related to the role of secret services in the Ottoman decision-making process and
military operations during the late Ottoman period. In this context, the SO, with all
of its mystery, has taken its place at the centre of these debates.7 Had the SO been a
harmless bureaucracy, one might have come across a different picture. Nevertheless,
the fact that the SO was part of a tumultuous and pivotal period of Turkey’s past
makes it impossible to separate the subject from the ideological and political
concerns of Turkey’s present.8

The most significant problem here is that narratives of the SO have assumed an
ahistorical character, denying any shades of grey. This is true both of official
histories, long regarded as holy and brooking little criticism, and of alternative
narratives that have emerged attempting to cast Turkish history in a different light.
These anti-pluralistic views bring with them one-dimensional historical narratives,
historical drama better suited to a novel than a history book. This tension is most
clearly visible in the theses that have sprung up concerning the relation of the SO to
the forcible relocation of the Armenians (and also deep state and band warfare in
this context) and anti-imperialism. These have not only exacerbated conflicting views
on these subjects, but have served to ossify and polarize these conflicting positions.
Unobtrusive contrary positions that first emerged in the 1990s had by the 2000s
crystallized and merged into unified fronts.

On the one hand there is the argument, advanced by those who believe that the
Armenian relocations constituted genocide, that the SO was a central actor in the
events in question. Support for this thesis, mainly developed by Vahakn N.
Dadrian,9 among liberal-left circles in Turkey merits attention, especially when one
takes into account the great lengths Turkish leftists are willing to go to avoid siding
with nationalists.10 Dadrian’s thesis, though rich in evidence with regard to the
description of the SO and its role, is noticeably inspired by the Armenian nationalist
discourse and often assumes the character of a propaganda text; it also commits a
serious methodological error by omitting the activities of the SO abroad.

On the other hand there is the argument, advanced by many opponents of the
genocide thesis, that the SO was an anti-imperialist revolutionary organization. This
approach mainly developed around the National Revolutionary Development
programme of Do�gan Avcıo�glu, who was also close to the understanding of
National Democratic Revolution aimed at liberating Turkey from capitalism and
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imperialism.11 This conception has led to the emergence of a historical discourse
based on an interpretation that regards the ‘dissolution’ of the Ottoman social order
up to the ‘Kemalist Revolution’ as a process of colonization, and subsequent efforts
as a struggle for the independence of Turkey. It is likely that such efforts directed
toward the abolition of foreign dependence (especially in the economic field) laid the
groundwork for his focus on the SO’s activities in fields subjugated by the chief
imperial power of the period, Britain.12 Just as the followers of Dadrian avoid
questioning their own theory, followers of Avcıo�glu do not harbour any doubts
about their theory’s applicability to the subject of the SO, and accordingly do not
have any misgivings about ignoring its domestic activities.

These two diametrically opposed and reductionist approaches are examples of the
methodological pitfalls entailed when approaching the SO with political motivation
in tow. Both approaches oversimplify and overgeneralize the nature of the SO and its
activities. Such characterizations of the SO require further justification, which would
inevitably involve questions like whether the activities alleged to have happened in
the colonies of the Entente powers or against the Armenians were really the key or
only components of the SO. The elaborate and complex nature of the SO cannot be
understood in isolation from its administrative and operational experiences both
within the boundaries of Anatolia and in other areas where Entente powers were
effective. As a matter of fact, the dossiers maintained by the Translation and
Composition Branch (Tercüme ve Telif Şubesi) of the successor of the SO, the Office
for Eastern Affairs (OEA, Umur-i Şarkiye Dairesi), indicates that the SO conducted
activities in Morocco, Algeria, Tunisia, Tripoli, Egypt, Iran, Baluchistan, India,
Afghanistan, Bukhara, Khiva, Southern Caucasus, Northern Caucasus, Crimea,13

and Rumelia.14 Thus, in order to fully grasp what the SO was and what it did,
broader geographical and deeper historical knowledge are required than reductionist
approaches, developed within the context of the Armenian question and anti-
imperialism, seem willing to offer.

Besides such methodological handicaps, this tension also leads some revisionists to
attempt to prove the SO to be what they already think it is, seeking out proof for
their preconceived ideas in the sources of the SO. Examples of this include both
experts who are firmly attached to the memoirs of Ahmet Refik15 and the military
tribunals of 1919–22,16 which provided the SO with its bad reputation, and those
who focus exclusively on the narratives of Eşref Kuşçubaşı and Arif Cemil,17 which
lend an epic character to the history of the SO. Both sets of historians fail to go
beyond their pre-conceived notions because of their use of unhistorical methods in
their search for answers to their research questions.

This unhistorical approach on the part of authors is largely to blame for the
polarized, even schizophrenic, depiction of the SO in the literature. On the one side
standard quotes and epic narratives unduly flatter the SO, while on the other side
formulaic and repetitive criticisms unreasoningly deprecate the organization.
Oftentimes the leanings of any given work are not apparent at first glance, but
upon closer inspection the deep and widespread nature of bias concerning the SO is
clear. For instance, Cemil Koçak criticizes scholars’ widespread reliance on epic
narratives, or heroes, and in doing so he attempts to demystify the relations between
the SO and the CUP. While his criticisms are valid, his one-sided focus prevents him
from dealing with the unreasonable criticisms many scholars levy against the
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organization.18 Hikmet Özdemir, on the other hand, portrays the SO as a patriotic
organization in his work and comes out against many scholars’ blind criticism of
the organization. Like Koçak, although his work is laudable in some respects, his
exclusive focus on the unthinking criticisms other scholars advance against the SO
actually serves to legitimize the epic narratives in the literature.19 Similarly, there is
little difference between the approach of Halil Berktay, who sees in Bahaeddin Şakir
a modern criminal like Yeşil or Abdullah Çatlı,20 and that of Hikmet Çiçek, who
does not flinch from portraying the same figure as a heroic Turkish Jacobin.21

Such approaches, though open to evidence that supports their authors’ accounts,
are unfortunately hermetically sealed against each other. None of this means that
researchers should avoid subjects that touch on current political issues. On the
contrary, scholars should bring the SO to bear on the questions of anti-imperialism
and the Armenian question. Their findings will inevitably place them in line with or
in opposition to official ideology, or on this or that side of contemporary political
debates. But researchers must bear in mind that to set out on a research project with
the goal of propping up a preconceived political agenda is to put the cart in front of
the horse. When authors employ problematic methodologies, overgeneralize based
on isolated sources, and exclude sources that are inconsistent with their political
agendas, they discredit their own scholarship in particular and the field of history in
general. If authors could discard their present preoccupation with historical
romanticism in favour of an emphasis on historical consciousness the difference
between today’s historians and historical novelists would disappear.

The 1990s marked the beginning of a period of relatively easy access to archives
relating to the SO. In tandem with this development a number of monographs on the
SO emerged and have come to occupy a central place in the field. Historians such as
Vahdet Keleşyılmaz, Mustafa Balcıo�glu, Sadık Sarısaman, Hamit Pehlivan, and
_Israfil Kurtcephe all published works during this period.22 Their studies are based on
the original documents housed at the Archive of Turkish General Staff Directorate
of Military History and Strategic Studies (ATASE) and dismantle the popular
arguments, partly rooted in political bias and partly in academic laziness, that all
archival documents relating to the SO had been burnt.23

Most of the historians mentioned above did not, however, make use of other
archives or alternative types of sources. The narrowness of their selection of source
material, coupled with descriptive narrative hardly concerned with historical
criticism or analysis, ultimately led these historians to unintentionally produce
works that merely reflected the old Ottoman point of view. This approach is most
clearly seen in regional studies describing developments in the operational bases of
the SO. Allegations of the discovery of one or another SO operational base abound
in the literature, but these ‘discoveries’ are often based on very limited archival
documents and the studies that advance them are written in a descriptive rather than
critical manner. Tilman Lüdke’s case studies, based on German, Australian,
Turkish, and British archives, are noteworthy here for their success in portraying the
geopolitical and geostrategic depth of the SO.24

Researchers’ concentration on regional studies is related to the nature of the
archival records in the ATASE archives, where most of the SO documents are
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housed. Despite the weakness of studies describing developments in the operational
bases of the SO, this area of study seems to be richest in terms of archival material.
Studies based on this material have the potential to provide both new insights into
the regional aspects of a crucial organization and valuable information that might
prepare the ground for future comparative studies on the different operational bases
of the SO. It is only through comparative examination of these different bases that
scholars will be able to improve their understanding of the various dimensions of the
organization and the extent of its role in the military and politics of the Ottoman
Empire during the First World War.

Similarly, analysing the SO from the perspective of other similar organizations in
Europe, like Sturmtruppen Units and Reparti d’Assolto, might well help to place the
SO in context. Doing so would in turn pierce the shroud of mystery surrounding the
SO. The sparsity of research in the field means that most studies concerning the SO
are of necessity merely descriptive in character. It is high time, however, to begin
developing research questions that will allow us to see SO in its entirety. This will
require a critical re-evaluation of both the available archival material and secondary
sources. None of this should be taken to mean that existing studies have no value. In
spite of their flaws they are of vital importance in making use of the basic source
materials, and thus stand to contribute greatly to efforts to bring the subject to a
state of maturity.

Another similar problem is the fragmentary nature of almost all studies
concerning the SO, excepting those of Tunaya, Shaw, and Stoddard.25 The strength
and the weakness of such studies lie in their attempt to view the whole through the
lens of but a fragmentary part. Whether this is a strength or a weakness depends on
the nature of the subject. In the face of lack of data bits and pieces of information,
even if they are vague, may make it easier to get a glimpse of the historical reality. On
the other hand, the danger common to any such approach is the risk of
overgeneralizing on the basis of insufficient data. Fragmentary information on a
multifaceted and multifunctional organization like the SO tends to result in
misunderstanding more often than insight, thus seriously distorting the historical
reality.

A common mistake, for example, is the view that the SO was an intelligence
service. It is true that the SO, much like modern intelligence services, engaged in
small-scale intelligence activities in collaboration with other state institutions.26 It
should, however, be noted that the SO only analysed intelligence gathered by its own
offices, did not have codes for its own correspondence even a year after its
foundation, and had to make up for this deficiency by using gendarmerie codes.27

Furthermore, the basics of intelligence, counterintelligence, espionage, and counter-
espionage activities were set not by the SO but the Second Branch (2. Şube) of the
Ottoman General Staff.28

In addition, the SO used the intelligence it gathered to aid its own operations. The
information it gathered was passed up the chain to the Second Branch, which was
the real military intelligence service, collecting information from a host of other
organizations in addition to the SO. The SO, then, can only be said to have been an
intelligence agency to an extent that the Ottoman embassies and governorates were.
They were both sources of intelligence, not intelligence services in their own right.29

At any rate, an analysis of the outgoing documents from the office of the SO reveals
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D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

B
ilk

en
t U

ni
ve

rs
ity

] 
at

 0
0:

19
 1

3 
N

ov
em

be
r 

20
17

 



that they were mostly related to the details of SO operations in the colonies of the
Entente powers and some parts of the Empire. The flow of information into the SO
from a number of governmental institutions and the operational character of the
outgoing documents, when assessed together in light of the information above, at
least explains what the SO was not. Hence, attributing every intelligence matter
during the First World War to the SO can only be understood as the product of
overgeneralization on the basis of fragmentary information.

Treating the SO as the precursor of modern Turkish intelligence services
complicates matters further. To do so is to establish a direct and chronologically
contiguous relation between the SO and the intelligence services of the Turkish
Republic. Studies that seek to establish such a connection generally elide the
differences between the structures of the two governments and the SO and modern
Turkish intelligence. The recent increase in the number of studies intending to
establish a connection, positively or negatively, between the SO and the secret
services of the Republican period is thus not entirely coincidental. Such works
include those by Tuncay Özkan, Emin Demirel, Cemal Anadol, Kaya Karan, _Ilhan
Bahar, and Gültekin Ural.30

The ‘continuity’ between the SO and later Turkish intelligence services is the
deceptive result of an exclusive focus on the exterior structures of these organizations.
The SO’s immediate successor was the OEA, which was founded most probably
during the second week of May, 1915.31 This transition witnessed a number of
important internal changes, such as the elimination of the administrative board of the
SO and termination of the organization’s reliance on armed bands of irregular forces.
The extent of the internal changes that took place in the transition from the SO to the
OEA has never been the subject of concerted study. This, coupled with the fact that a
host of different organizations followed the OEA in rapid succession, as one after
another were closed down and replaced by a new organization, makes it incredibly
problematic to compare the SO directly with later Republican intelligence services. To
do so leaves one with the misguided impression that the old structures and leadership
remained intact. There are simply too many unknowns in between.

This problematic approach, on the other hand, gives the impression that the static
Ottoman intelligence system underwent a total change in a very short period of time
without any preliminary preparation. Based on the simple hypothesis that the
Ottoman State had no other choice but to modernize, the SO is interpreted as the
institutional form this modernization took within the intelligence field. The problem
with this account, too, lies in the fact that there is ample evidence that the SO was
not simply an intelligence service, as mentioned earlier, but also an early form of
unconventional warfare organization. Another problem with the modernization
thesis is a lack of convincing works documenting earlier examples of intelligence
services in the Ottoman State. Even if the necessity of Ottoman modernization led to
the creation of the SO, such necessities should not legitimize overlooking the internal
dynamics that were instrumental in its foundation. Alternative, internal factors like
an aversion to conscription and an increase in draft dodgers in the Empire,32 the
necessity of recruiting qualified people, an interest in achieving victory by cheaper,
non-military means, and the existence of formidable topographical challenges that
made the use of the army impractical should be taken into account when evaluating
the foundation of the SO.33
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Although the portrait of the SO studies painted thus far seems pretty negative,
several works deserve mention for having successfully broken away from the
problematic attitudes plaguing standard histories on the subject. Şükrü Hanio�glu,
for instance, develops an interesting argument by pointing to the intellectual
background of some of the members of the SO. To him, the ideas of Buchner,
Nietzsche, and particularly those of Schopenhauer affected some Unionist
members of the SO. Lying behind this interest were Schopenhauer’s ideas
emphasizing the need for individuals to become more involved in civilian political
life.34 This approach might well exemplify the extent to which political
anthropology can enrich historical studies. Indeed, questioning why Hamza
Osman Erkan deemed it suitable to begin his memoirs with Schopenhauer’s
statement on heroism, or why a letter sent to Dr Bahaeddin Sakir contained a
commentary on Nietzsche’s idea of volonté, may help to demystify the SO’s
foundational dynamics, its ideological identity, and its philosophy of action.
Thanks to a lack of data and interest, however, such analysis still has a long way
to go before reaching its full potential.

The well-balanced approach Nur Bilge Criss adopts in her account of the SO lays
stress on a dimension normally ignored in the literature: although the SO was
ostensibly annulled with the Mudros Armistice of 1918, it continued to carry out its
paramilitary and intelligence activities. This is to say that the SO represented a
transition toward later underground organizations. Such a relation of continuity
reveals itself, for instance, in the support the SO provided to the Sentinel Association
(Karakol Cemiyeti), which was attended by activists such as Baha Sait, Yenibahçeli
Nail, and Şükrü Beys, all of whom worked for the SO during the First World War in
Iran, the Caucasus, and Western Thrace.35 Criss’s approach can also be read as
evidence of how oral history can enrich historical narrative.36 Studies like hers are
important because they highlight the potential value of utilizing different sources of
information in a field where written sources are a rarity.

Finally, it should be noted that the standard history of the First World War
prepared by ATASE includes a considerable amount of information on the agents of
the SO, including the platoon they were attached to as well as the quality and
quantity of the soldiers its agents commanded.37 Additionally the Askeri Tarih
Belgeleri Dergisi, also published by ATASE, provides researchers with archival
materials directly related to the SO, including the methods the SO employed in
psychological warfare, the nature of its relations with the tribes in certain regions,
and the intelligence reports of its agents.

The greatest strength of Stoddard’s study lay in his openness to all the sources
available to him at the time. He did not bring a pre-conceived agenda to his research.
Unlike authors today, Stoddard let his sources dictate his findings rather than letting
his presumptions dictate his sources. Looking back on his work after half a century,
Stoddard’s greatest strength was his greatest weakness. His access to the memoirs of
Eşref Kuşçubaşı and Stoddard’s correspondence with him are what made Stoddard’s
work so valuable. His dependence on these and the degree to which they colour his
conclusions are what limit the value of his work for scholars today. This
overdependence is understandable, considering the closure of the Turkish archives
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when Stoddard was conducting his research and the fact that Kuşçubaşı was one of
the few survivors of the SO, though his activities were substantially limited to Syria,
Egypt, and the Arabian Peninsula. Though Kuşçubaşı is a valuable source, Stoddard
seems to have taken most of the information he provided at face value. This led him
to eulogize the figure. Stoddard argues, for example, that Kuşçubaşı was the real
founder of the SO, and that he took command of voluntary squadrons in the Suez
campaign (1915) in addition to commanding the SO’s missions in Arabia, the Sinai,
and North Africa.38 Researchers who fail to approach such assertions with a critical
eye risk being misguided.

Given the shortage of secondary sources, the memoirs of people who were engaged
in the activities of the SO and who can interpret its programme and activities can
prove invaluable. In this context, various memoirs are worthy of note.39 On the other
hand, though they generally provide a first-hand account of the SO and its
operations, such memoirs by and large reflect the personal attitudes of their authors.
And separating out personal attitude from historical fact is easier said than done.
The difficulties inherent to such an endeavour become clear when one examines the
case of Hüsameddin Ertürk, who claimed to be one of the heads of the SO.

Hüsameddin Ertürk made contradictory statements regarding the chiefs of the SO.
He stated that he, Süleyman Askeri, and Ali Başhamba had all headed the
organization.40 Elsewhere in his memoirs, however, he states that he was a stand-in
for Ali Başhamba and that he was charged with officially dismantling the SO,41

which was later on changed into the Worldwide Islamic Revolt Organization (Umum
Alem-i _Islam _Ihtilal Teşkilatı). To ascertain which one of these claims is true, if either,
we must turn to the literature.

Mustafa Balcıo�glu, a specialist on the administrative structure of the SO, writes
that Ertürk headed the organization from 31 October 1918 to 5 December 1918.42

This seems to confirm Ertürk’s first claim, and because the source upon which
Balcıo�glu bases his assertion is an archival document housed at the ATASE, other
SO specialists like Atilla Celiktepe have accepted it as true.43 Despite its widespread
acceptance, however, there are a number of reasons to doubt this claim.

When one looks at the dates for when Ertürk is alleged to have presided over the
SO, one notices that Ertürk was appointed chief the day after the Mudros Armistice
was signed (30 October 1918), and occupied the position for the next five weeks.
While antipathy toward the SO on the part of the Allies and anti-CUP circles within
the empire made it clear that the organization was to be abolished after the armistice,
one wonders why a new leader would be appointed to the SO on the very same day
that the organization should have come to an end. Ertürk’s second claim, that he was
not the chief but rather a stand-in for Başhamba, raises further doubts about the
exact nature of his relationship with the organization. In addition, no mention is
made of Ertürk’s leadership in any of the memoirs or by any of the Ittihadists court-
martialled at the end of the war. To answer the question of whether Ertürk did in
fact head the SO, as he himself claimed, and whether his leadership can be
documented, as Balcıo�glu claims to have done, we must turn again to the archives.

Turning to the ATASE archive, with Balcıo�glu’s article as a starting point, one is
immediately confronted with several problems. In the introduction to his article
Balcıo�glu provides the transcription of an archival source detailing the reasons
behind the establishment of the SO. His failure to provide the ATASE classification
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number of the document makes locating the original, rather than the transcription he
provides his reader, difficult. Comparing his transcription to the original document,
one begins to wonder whether Balcıo�glu might have intentionally left out the
classification number to make it more difficult for his reader to access the original.
While maintaining the general sense of the original document, it leaves out those
parts of the documents Balcıo�glu failed to transcribe, collapses sentences together by
removing the missing parts and pasting the remaining pieces together, and replaces
words Balcıo�glu could not read with the author’s own.44 Incomplete at best and
downright misleading at worst, Balcıo�glu’s article gives its reader further cause for
concern as it progresses.

Later in the article Balcıo�glu cites eight different documents as proof of his list of
the chiefs of the SO, including Ertürk, and his description of the organization’s
central administrative structure. He only provides one classification number for the
documents, however, and that number does not correspond to any file at the ATASE
archive.45 Since he does list the correct file number and dossier, it is still possible to
locate the documents he refers to despite the incorrect index number he provides for
them.46 And one of these documents does contain information about the dates of the
establishment and abolition of the SO, the identity of its leaders, and the person
responsible for the closure process after the Mudros Armistice.47

One again finds discrepancies when comparing Balcıo�glu’s article to the sources
upon which it is based. The documents show that Hasan Tosun was the actual
head of the SO during the time Ertürk claims to have been in charge of the
organization. This leaves Ertürk as at best the stand-in for Tosun, not for
Başhamba as Ertürk had claimed, since Tosun is listed as the last chief of the SO in
the documents. Yet the documents describe Ertürk as having been not a leader of
the SO, but rather an officer appointed on 5 December 1918 to oversee the closure
of the organization.

What can account for these discrepancies? Balcıo�glu’s failure to even transcribe
Tosun’s name, his claim that Ertürk headed the SO during the dates that Tosun was
its leader, and his assertion that Ertürk left his post on the very same day as the
documents he relies on state that he began his duty all lead one to suspect something
more than mere negligence on Balcıo�glu’s part. On a more charitable reading,
Balcıo�glu may have chosen to ‘nudge’ the facts to support Ertürk’s claim because he
simply could not transcribe enough of the documents to offer any other conclusion.
In any event, whether because of academic dishonesty or a failure to properly
transcribe the documents on which he based his article, Balcıo�glu both
mischaracterizes the nature of Ertürk’s involvement in the SO and omits the names
of several actual heads of the organization listed in the documents.

Even if the documents Balcıo�glu relied on paint a different picture of Ertürk than
Balcıo�glu does in his article, there is reason to question the veracity of their account
too. They were written after the SO was closed and placed among the archives of the
organization. But it is not clear why these documents were written, or who authored
them. Before they are given a potentially undeserved weight, the statements they
contain should be cross-checked against other sources from the period.

The archival documents record that during the period Ertürk claims to have stood
in for Başhamba, roughly between 31 October and 15 November 1918, his position
was not ‘Chief of the OEA’. He is instead referred to as ‘lieutenant colonel
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Hüsameddin from the OEA’ (Umur-i Şarkiye Dairesi’nden Kaymakam Hüsamed-
din).48 In the documents after 5 December he is mentioned as ‘lieutenant colonel
Hüsameddin in charge of the liquidation of the SO’ (Teşkilat-ı Mahsusa’nın
tasfiyesine memur Kaymakam Hüsameddin).49 Another noteworthy point is that
reports dispatched to Ertürk before Başhamba’s death on 31 October only dealt with
SO operations in North Africa and not those of the SO’s other regional boards.
Ertürk is in fact listed as having been the director of the Africa Board, one of the
subdivisions of the OEA, from at least the beginning of 1918 up until 31 October.50

This would explain the detailed accounts in his memoirs of events concerning North
Africa, like the kidnapping of Sheikh Ahmad al-Sanusi from Tripolitania and the
establishment of the Africa Groups Command, compared with his laconic treatment
of the Caucasus, Anatolia, Rumelia, etc.

Moreover, according to Tunaya, Başhamba and Hasan Tosun were once directors
of the Africa and Tripolitania boards of the SO.51 Tosun should have remained in
the office as director when Başhamba was appointed as chief of the OEA. Ertürk, in
turn, seems to have been appointed to direct the Africa Board when Tosun became
the final head of the organization.52 Finally, after the organization was abolished,
Ertürk seems to have been charged with the duty of overseeing the closure process. If
Ertürk was the head of anything, it would have been an underground successor to
the OEA, the Worldwide Islamic Revolt Organization.53 Ertürk’s contradictory
claims that he was the head of the SO and that he was a stand-in for Başhamba both
turn out to be false. This same conclusion may be drawn from documents contained
in the rarely used archive of the Pension Fund (Emekli Sandı�gı).

On 15 January 1943, Ertürk petitioned the Ministry of Defence to be allowed to
retire with the rank of colonel rather than lieutenant colonel.54 Colonel Hilmi
Özgören and judge advocate Rıza Olgaç were the ones tasked with evaluating the
petition. Though they noted that Ertürk had undertaken important tasks in the SO,
they did not mention anything about him leading or standing in as leader of the
organization. More importantly, they conducted their evaluation on the basis of
OEA documents and of information previously provided by Sheikh Ahmad Sanusi
and Fevzi Cakmak, chief of the General Staff. In other words Ertürk’s claims are
confirmed neither by OEA documents, nor by Sheikh Sanusi, with whom Ertürk
worked closely during the First World War, nor yet by Fevzi Çakmak, who knew the
activities of the SO well and who commented on drafts of Ertürk’s memoirs in his
own handwriting.55 Some ten years before Ertürk’s petition Atıf Bey (Kamçıl), in a
petition he drew up for his retirement, declared proudly his duty in the
administrative board of the SO. His petition was confirmed immediately upon
inspection.56 During a period when talking about one’s place in the SO was a badge
of honour rather than an admission of criminal conduct, Ertürk’s silence in his
petition about leading or standing in as leader of the SO can only be read as evidence
that he never occupied any such positions.

This article has addressed the problems related to how researchers approach popular
studies and historical memoirs dealing with the SO. Another significant problem that
confronts researchers interested in the SO lies in the fact that entire archives are
believed to remain closed to the public. This in turn has become an excuse for the
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poor quality of studies dealing with the SO. Irrespective of the archives believed to be
closed, the portion of the archives that is open to the public has by no means been
fully utilized.

The Security General Directorate (Emniyet Genel Müdürlü�gü), the Ministry of
National Defence (Milli Savunma Bakanlı�gı), and the National Intelligence Agency
(Milli _Istihbarat Teşkilatı) are all uncompromising on the issue of access to their SO
archives. There are, however, other places to turn. Although they have never been
extensively utilized, a number of documents on the SO have long been available to
the public in the Prime Ministry’s Ottoman Archive in _Istanbul. These documents
relate to the cooperation between the SO and the above organizations and show that
they worked together to some extent in the creation of operational units. The Prime
Ministry’s archive also contains materials associated with the directorate of the
Special Office (Kalem-i Mahsusa) from 1913 to 1922 and Cipher Office (Şifre Kalemi),
which are again highly significant for researchers. The details these sources provide
on guerrilla units and operations, the appointment and dismissal of state officials,
and the decoration of soldiers might well supply the conscientious researcher with
constructive ideas on the interaction between these diverse organizations at both
administrative and operational levels, as well as shedding light on the relations
between the Ministry of the Interior (Dahiliye Nezareti) and of the Ministry of War
(Harbiye Nezareti). The Republican Archive (Cumhuriyet Arşivi), too, is useful for
tracking employees of the SO during the post-war period.

The Pension Fund Archive of the Social Security Institute (PFA), containing the
records of military and civil officials who served between 1914 and 1927, constitutes
another important source of material for researchers. These registry files cover
information on the position of civil and military officials, their salaries, promotions,
identities, and places and dates of birth and death. In addition, because the registry files
contain information about the pensions of martyrs, veterans, widows, and orphans,
information about an individual’s relatives can also be identified from these sources.
The PFA’s value increases when one takes into account the uncompromising attitude
of the Archive of Ministry of National Defence, which houses the personal accounts
and life histories of the SO personnel. Rarely used in Ottoman historiography, these
sources stand to prove especially valuable in the context of biographical studies and
oral and institutional history. Documents in PFA might complement the biographical
studies ofMehmet Tahir,MahmutKemal _Inal, Ali Çankaya, andMehmet Süreyya, or
add to the information available in the Personal Registers of Ottoman Functionaries
(Sicill-i Ahval Defterleri) and Retirement Registers (Tekaüd Defterleri). The archive of
the Turkish Red Crescent (Türk Kızılayı) has recently accelerated its classification
process, and holds the promise of offering researchers into the relationship between the
SO and Ottoman Red Crescent (Hilal-i Ahmer).

The ATASE archive, discussed above, is also indispensable for researchers.
Material contained there details the roles of some of the SO’s leading personalities
during the Tripolitanian and Balkan Wars. That the groups who organized the
resistance in these campaigns joined the SO shortly before the First World War
highlights the significance of original documents relating to the wars. When this
particular context is combined with the fact that the Ottoman government benefited
fundamentally from the SO during the First World War, the immense value of the
ATASE archive is driven home again.
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In this context, the Special Branch (Şube-i Mahsusa) registers found in the First
World War Collection, though only partially open to access, stand out as the most
important source of information on the SO studies. The records in this branch are
composed of the compilation of correspondence, telegrams, and orders exchanged
between the SO headquarters and the Ministry of War, and between the
administration of the SO and its different departments and field agents. The series
also contains original letters exchanged between the Ministry of War and Berlin
relating to the SO, as well as reports concerning the internal structure of the
organization. There are tables of appointments and promotions, identification
accounts, and records pertaining to personal dealings. These Special Branch registers
both offer fruitful insights into the diverse spread of the SO activities and, when
taken as a whole, provide a solid base for better understanding the multifaceted
structure of the SO. The records offer historians access to the important strategic and
tactical decisions taken by the Ottoman government as well as information about
how these decisions manifested themselves in the field. Accordingly, they shed
important light on the plans of the SO’s Central Command. They contain the
military and political intelligence reports of SO agents, which offer profound insights
into factual developments in the field. They are extremely valuable in examining the
demands and requests of SO personnel and the organization’s administrative
machinery. As long as such materials continue to be overlooked no proper historical
assessment of the SO is possible.

This article has argued for the necessity of developing a comprehensive approach to the
SOwith a focus on both its geographical and historical depth and both the character of
the organization and the individuals that composed it. To focus on just one aspect of
such a complex organization without developing questions to see the SO in its entirety
might result in misunderstanding it entirely. In this context, the multidimensionality
and intricacy of the organization as well as the many dead-ends that hound the
researcher must be faced squarely. In order to achieve a better understanding of the SO
researchers must set their own biases aside and return to the wealth of archival material
available to them with a fresh set of eyes. Letting the sources dictate the history one
writes rather than allowing them to be dictated by the history one wants will serve to
free discussions of the SO from the political quagmire in which they are currently
mired. The time is ripe to produce an historical account of the SO, not another
entertaining novel or invidious polemic, and to thereby help both academics and
members of the public come to terms with this important chapter of Turkey’s past.
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Arayışı: Yön Hareketi (Ankara: Bilgi, 1986); Do�gan Avcıo�glu-Bir Jön Türk’ün Ardından (Ankara: Bilgi,

2000).

12. D. Avcıo�glu, ‘Türkiye’nin _Ingiliz emperyalizmine karşı dünya çapında verdi�gi çılgın savaş. Gerillacı
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